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ABSTRACT 
The historical fact that half of Asia has elevated Gotama Buddha 
to the rank of a god is testimony to the profound impression he created 
oo his own generation, which far from fading with time, has, on the 
contrary, been amplified to such an extent that the miracles and legends 
attributed to him make it virtually impossible for us to recapture his 
extraordinary career entirely in its historical perspective. 
This essay is an attempt to trace the heterogeneous developments 
in Buddhist art and philosophy in India, during the centuries before the 
emergence of the Mahayana schools. Although passages from Mahayana works 
have been cited frequently, it is only to emphasise the change and, at the 
same time, the continuity in Indian religious and philosophic thought, from 
the age of the fg Veda, through that of the Brahma~as and Upani?ads, to the 
period of the Buddhist scriptures .. 
Buddhist art begins about the Second Century B.C. with a well-
developed set of symbols in its iconography; this art, depicting the 
various legends and miracles attributed to the Buddha during his last 
terrestrial existence, as well as scenes from his previous lives (Jatakas), 
represents the first expression of 'popular' Buddhism. The Buddhists 
responsible for this form of the religion based on folk-lore, folk forms of 
piety, and bhakti, and illustrating the worship of the Buddha in aniconic 
forms such as the stupa, vrksa caitya, dharmaca'Y..ra, etc., did not, however, 
belong to the Theravada sect, but to sub-sects of that school, and to the 
Malzasamghil<a. It has also to be borne in mind that this form of 'popular' 
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BuddhisDwhich spread from the original homeland of the religion in 
eastern India, and its expression in the art of Bharhut, Bodhgaya, Sanchi, 
Amaravati, and other Buddhist sites, represents an integral part of the 
mainstream of Indian religion and art, and is a reflection of the symbolism 
which pervades the whole of early Vedic literature. 
Although the basic humanity of the Buddha is never denied in the 
Pali canon, the legends, with the sole exception of the Mahapadana sutta 
where he is elevated to the supramundane level, portray him as the perfect 
and ideal man, far superior to the average individual, a Mahapurusa endowed 
with distinctive physiognomical marks. These legends, no doubt, presuppose 
a Buddha cult which may have come into existence within a few decades of 
the Parinibbana, - a cult centred around a conceptual Buddha and the ideal 
of a boundlessly compassionate teacher (sattha), rather than a historical 
figure. 
The cult-concept of the Buddha is not a simple or even a unitary one; 
its composite character may be sensed through the variety of epithets applied 
to the Founder of the Sangha, e.g. Bhagava, Buddha, Sattha, Tathagata, 
Sugata, and Jina. As Dutt remarks: 'Tradition, devotion, and doctrine, 
all enter into their nuances, and the great overarching notion in them is 
that the Lord's life illustrates perfectibility, and his 'enlightenment' the 
climax and culmination of the practice of his Dhamma.' 1 
The present study dealing with a number of legends centred around 
this conceptual Buddha, illustrates Lord Raglan's dictum that the 'literature 
of the folk is not their own production but comes down to them from above'; 
that the legend or folk-tale is never of popular origin but is a form of 
traditional narrative; 'that the traditional narrative has no basis either 
in history or in philosophical speculation, but is derived from myth ,2 
1. S. Dutt: The Buddha and Five After-Centuries, p.82. 
2. Lord Raglan: The Hero, pp. 144 and 145. 
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In this respect it is worthwhile recalling Coomaraswamy's remarks regarding 
the Jatakas, the 'folkish' character of which is undeniable: 'When we 
examine them, we find their content is preponderatingly mythical, 
metaphysical, and dogmatic; and their formulation often so precise as 
to make it inconceivable that it should have been hit upon by any profane 
mentality. To take a single example, ... Jataka No. 465 describes the 
Bodhisatta's incarnation as the Devaraja Yakkha of a mighty Sal tree, that 
has grown for 60,000 years: the king desires to construct a palace 
supported by a single column, and no other tree will do; The Bodhisatta 
is ready to submit to his fate; but asks that his crown may be lopped 
(agge ca chindva) first, lest it should crush the smaller trees, his 
offspring around him.' Coomaraswamy continues: 'That is much more 
than a pretty story; for there can be no doubt that Brahma is the Yak?a 
in the Tree of Life and that the story goes back to Satapatha Brahmava Xl, 
1, 8, where 'That sacrifice of Prajapati's (decapitated, Pancavi~£a 
Brahma~a VI, 5, l, and being divided, or dividing himself for his children's 
sake, passim) is like a tree with its top broken off' (agraprasir~o vrk?a~). 
and also to the question 'What was the wood and what the tree of which they 
fashioned Sky and Earth (fg Veda X, 31, 7) and answer 'Brahma the wood, 
Brahma the tree' (Taittiriya Brahmava II, 8, 9, 6) ... •. 1 
In this essay, various points of approach have been dealt with- a 
philological approach concerning the texts, their validity or transmission; 
a historical-critical approach which aims at reconstructing the succession 
or the evolution of ideas; and a philosophical approach attempting to 
visualize the essential teachings of the Buddha. 
There is, however, in the study of every religion, a great deal that 
is subjective, and it must be remembered that, although intellectually a 
1. Coomaraswamy: 'Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: Indra and Namuci', 
Speculum, 19, 1944, pp. 121-122, note. 
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student of Buddhism may be capable of accomplishing useful preliminary 
work, in order to penetrate the inner meaning of Buddhism, not only is 
a proper understanding of traditional teachings necessary, but also the 
readiness to admit the possibility of a spiritual experience which 
transcends the physical senses and rational mind. 
Finally, however long the search for truth continues, whether we 
look at the Buddha purely from the historical point of view, or at the 
conceptual figure that has developed in the imagination of the faithful, 
there has always remained a 'mysterious deposit left at the bottom of the 
crucible that no test has identified nor word of criticism has defined. ,l 
We are confronted with an extraordinary personality who not only dominates 
the entire history of Buddhism, but whose spirit permeates all developments 
of Buddhist teachings 'giving guidance in the midst of doubt and indecision, 
support .in moments of crisis, and a fresh impetus in times of stagnation 
and decay. As the eagle in ancient legend draws strength from gazing at 
the sun, so both the individual Buddhist and the whole vast spiritual, 
cultural, and social movement we call Buddhism, again and again derive 
inspiration from the recollection of the exemplary life of that most 
serene, dignified, wise and loving of the sons of men. •2 
1. A. Foucher: The Life of the Buddha, pp.3-4. 
2. Bhikshu Sangharakshita: The Three Jewels, p.3. 
